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The' paper seeks to find a way to make rural 
the focus of special efforts to develop electronic technologi esr, arid 
to use <-«4ral schools as the developmental sites for configurations 
technology that have broad and general utility. The first section ; 
suggests that smallness is an asset^to rura'l education ,'♦ for education 
in Small units is more -humane, more time is spent 6/i-task, 2nd 
violence and discipline problems diminish. Administratively, special 
school programs can be provided to meet the needs of 'special 
learners, some schools c^n emphasize 'basics, and others, 
skills, etc. The next section dfeals with the myth that 



creative 
persi sts that 



% the education provided in rural areas - is^poor, and that smallness is 
one of the main handicaps* which leads to high, costs, the low quality 
of existing instruction, the limited range of available programs, and 
the inability to provide special services to special populations. 
Additional sections cover questions concerning electronic, 
technologies (can electrohic technologies reduce qosts? can 
electronic technologies improve the jj-imited range of available 
programs in small schools? can electronic technologies jprovidfc 
fecial .services to special Jpopulations? ) # aRd " 1 rr 



a Conclusion. (AH) 
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INTRODUCTION 



The intent of th-is -paper is to provide a framework for 

considering applications of electronic technologies to improving 
• «. * 

rural education. The emphasis is on "rural 1 ' in a special way 

> ' ' 

which. will be t^es i lluminated by considering what this paper « 

* j 

does not attempt to- do: ' \ « 

1: "This paper, does nqt attempt to survey the endless 
possib'i lities of the new technologies. G\ven the rate at which ' 1 
new capabilities are bepng developed, ^nd the hardware already on 
the shelf, this paper simply assumes' that virtually anything could 
be developedT 'Whether an appropriate configuration of .el ectronic 



t 



technology _is developed which can significantly improve rural 

education is a very d-iVferent thing\ 

* \ • 

2. This paper does not merely fpcas on improving education 
through applications of (electronic technology. While any. technology 

» Mm ( 

which significantly im^oves education in general will have applica- 

bility to rural education, - and will eventually trickle down to rural 

^chools, this should no longer be acceptable to rural people. Swch 

• . • trickle-down improvements of tenure -il/l -suited to ruraj situations, 

and the whole development process continues to treat rural areas as 
• *« 

* ~ mere extensions of urban and'suburban schools. - s 
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Rather, this paper seeks to find a way to make rupl education , 
the focus of a -special effort to develop electronic technologies for 

them, to use rural schools as the developmental sites for configurations 

• v. : • ' * " ' \ , - 

of technology that have broad and general, utility. Then the, initial 

money and concern would flow to rural, schools and communi ties first. * 

While recognizing that' th'is is 4 a mixed blessing, that being the' 

developmental s.ite for something new with f ujidincjv from'outsi de, * 

probably Federal government funding', is not something that a lot of 

rural people and rural ,communi ties -would care fpr, there is never- 

theless important political and symbolic reasons for such a mbve. 

And certainly enough rural 'communities would embrace such a developmental 

t 

effort to enabTe it to be accomplished. » *• J 

* i 

FOCUSING ON SMALL NESS A > 4 



- Is /there such a focus? Is there a problem in rural America's^ 
education system which 1 , if solved, v;ou>d have broad and General" util ity, 
and* for which rural school's are the ofcviouS pla£e»to stalft? The focus 
with the4?e$t chance'of meeting these criteria is smal Iness^ 'If 
through appropriate electronic technology delivery of educatiqn trough 
small units t can be made educationally sound and economically viable, 
this v/ould have v^ery 'far-reach i rig CQrisequences . And rura^l schools 
woulfr^tte the logical place- for demonstrating thjfc it ^can be done. 

' To elaborate on this framework 1 ; consider first the ^educational 
advantages of smallness, given the nearly p rippling nature o'f the 
forces attacking American education* today. A- convincing case can be 
made that violence and vandalism, drug us*e, and other a^errattiqns ' ' 
disappear when education is conducted in smaller units- (at. the outside 
fewer than 400 students in building; optimally few^r than 200).-. 
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the present charj^ that large schools'are unresponsive and 

unwieldy, leveled b$ parents, teachers, researchers, and students 

• % • - 

themselves, would be met. Smaller schools are organizationally much 
• * 

more capable of responsiveness, afod ifthrough electronic technology 

a comprehensive* curr iculum'oan' be offered, this responsiveness 

would be made" meaningful , * - 

Smaller units are also inherently'ri^re" humane, and while a 
large part of the present massive^efectlon of riddle class children * 
to pr/vate schools is a 'response Ad forced busing, v a large proportion 
do not like the atmosphere of thejarge factory-like schools. Smaller* 
schoctlsjal low for more personal contact. ; 

S ijTjy^^a n e o u s 1 y small schools can btf more educationally demanding., 
as* with the reduction in discipline problems comes an increase in time 
spent ^earnirfg. The time-on-task variable is one'of the first of-the 

. / v : -\ 

''variables that make a difference' 1 to come* out or the' present shift in i 

'* ' & 7 

educational research, and smaller schools would almost] immediately 

increase this variable significantly in the country. V • 

~ There are also administrative advantages. Single-interest 

pressure groups cftuld be defused by the provision of education in 

small units. Some of the small schools could provide sex^education, • 

others not; some could teach evolution, others creation; some could 
# * • * 

provide a disciplined basic-skills orientation, others more freedom. 
-AW of the advantages that were claimed ten. years ago for alternative 



schools are sti 1 1 'possible, but the alternative schools movement faltered 

from the inability to deliver the quality rif curriculum needed. 

T - * Mfc. • m 

If electronic technologies can solve that problem, the advantages are 

still there*. Arrd* administrators would love not to have to face the ^ 
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h'assle of closing schools as enrollment drops. Theyjust don't know 

a way economically to keep buildings open with so few studepts (or at 

least they believe that they are making cost-ef f ective ^decis ions ; a 

more careful analysis might suggest otherwise right now). . 

Other opportunities for putti ng. rural education at the top of 

the policy priorities of state and Federal funding -agencies are much 

weaker. While concern about improving^ rural education is increasing, 

the political strength of the^oncern does not begin to rival tha£ 

of many other areas of educational interest: vocational and career 

education, particularly in relation to youth unemployment; improving 

educational opportunities for various minorities; and dealing with 

the crises of the system, such as violence and. vandal Ism, school 

finance, and teacher unionism. By contrast the political power of 

rural America is unfocused, the diversity of rural America is such 

that areas with common problems are scattered across the states so 

i 

that treating them as a classes very difficult; or mobilizing. them 
to act as a class is almost impossible. 

•If raw political strength is not a -way to increase concern for' 
Vura P education, neither is the approach of arguing that rural schools 
lave particularly unique problems likely to work. .Unfortunately it 
is very difficult to argue analytically that rural problems are all 
that unique. While vocational education is inappropriate to the rural 
environment, vocational education is also massively inappropriate and 
ineffective throughout th^e country, particularly in inner-city areas; 
while there'i-s inequitable distribution of funds to rural schools and 
among .rural 'schools, this is perhaps even more true within any large 
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district; while teachers for rural "areas \> * it be inappropriately 
trained and the isolated and difficult conditions make tenure short* 
this is massively true in city schools; while many minorities are 
unserve^for underserved in rural areas, this is more than equally 
true in urban areas. The "rural schools have unique problems" 
approach has limited utility. 'At-bpst it will serve-to gain for 
rural schools their fair share of al locat^, monies . 

Capitalizing on smallness, However represents a unique 
opportunity. Even though consolidation has been pushed^ry far, 
the bulk of rural education is provided,™ much smaUef units than 
in metropolitan areas. Even if many of these schools are above the 
optimum size to gain thte advantages listed above, they are nearer 

r 

to it that city and suburban schools. Rural schools are thus a 

unique laboratory for , the development and testing of ways of 

providing comprehensive and effective education through small schools. 

In addition modern communications, technology is more free of geographic '/ 

constraints than any other service delivery mechanism. The low 

population density of rural America jnakes using it as a development 

site for anything else substantially more expensive, j 'i t is almost a 

unique strength of electronic communications that it can /bridge 

physical distances very cheaply. A demonstration of making small 
i 

schools viable in rural areas where^distances are vast would highlight 

^bis aspect of the capability th^way nothing else would. Small 

♦ 

schools do not need the massive nearby resources of a city to be 
educationally effective a'nd efficient. 
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• MAKING SMALL SCHOOLS MORE EFFECTIVE - . 

* \ — — , 

Though the variety is enormous, rural schools are not particularly 
ineffective. For a hundred years the* educated manpower f0r the growth 
of industries came from people educated in rural school? who migrated 
to cities'. The data on rural schoo.ls collected by C^nant which 
supposedly backed his call for comprehensive high schools actually 
undercut his own conclusions.' Data frota the NAEP do not show that 
rural schools are all that far behind, and the g$h between them and 
the best schools in the nataon is closing 

Yet the myth persists that the education provided in rural areas 
is pt)or, and that smallness is one of the f main handicaps. This myth 
has four main components: high costs, the low quality of existing • . 0 
instruction, the limited range of available programs, and the inability 
to provide .special services to special populations. Each of these 
needs greater elaboration. 
* - , Hiqtrlosts 

In any small Vthool the cost pe^ pupil of providing, any particular 

program or service will be higher because fewer pupils are served. 

Whether tfiis is in fact true in any particular school is complicated by 

the ^eneraKJy lower salaries in rural areas, but certainly if a smal l 

school tried to provide as comprehensive a program as a large school 

'with a similar 'Staffing model (separate specialists for each subject), 

* 

the costs per pupil would be substantially higher. One of the major 
arguments for consol i-dation was an "economy of scale" argument, though 
the ra-pidly escalating cos'ts of 'fuel for buses and the increased ability 
of teachers to collectively demand higher salaries calls this into question. 

. 8 



Low Quality of Existing Instruction 

This component of the myth arises largely from data on the 

* i 

qualifications of rural teachers. They tend, on the whole, to be 

less well trained, to have done less well in college, and often to 

be products of the local community. In addition there are fewer 

*» • 

books, fewer instructional materials in general, and of course, - 
a community with its own parochial outlook which will limit what 
is permitted in the schools. The isolation of the teachers makes 
peer coritact difficult, so there are fewer sources of new ideas 
and materials, or new ways of teaching. It was simply not expected 
thc^t children irr rural schools could be exposed to the 'quality of 
instruction supposedly needed by citizens Jn the culture. 

•Limited Range of Available Programs 

Given that small' schools tend to model, larger schools, with 

« 

specialists teaching courses in their disciplines, no small school 

can have the staff-to offer the full range of courses a large 

school can offer; Even though very few students will in fact take 

advantage of any particular coups e„ the .lack of advanced mathematics 

* * * 

offerings, drama, music, art, or a number of vocational specialties 
gives the image of an inadequate program. 

Special Services to Special Populations 

If the range of offerings to the general student body is 
^limited, the problems are com|>ouj^ed with minorities. In the case 
of handicapped children,' the number's with any particular disability* 

^ • * Q 
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3re so few as to make specialized instruction extremely expensive. 
With larger groups of minorities in rural areas: Native Americans,, 
migrants , .Spanish speaking students, or Blacks, the local political 
dynamics often result in severely inequitable treatment, 

The Truth in the Myth 

£s with any myth there ''is a kernel of truth. Costs are higher 
in rural education, and the more separate small units there are, the . 
- higher the costs are' likely to be to provide an equivalent education 
using the now standard model of schooling. As suggested in the 
introcWction/'if these costs are really weighed against the achievement 
levels of students and the absense of other problems of large tchools, 
the cost -benefit tradeoff is likely not to be so biased against small 
schools. 

For the purposes of this paper, however, the focus is different. 
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If 3 way can be found, thrckigh electronic communications technology, to 
either reduce costs, or to provide a curriculum equivalent to that of 
a larger school for about the same cost, the myth would have been 
^ * hit at its strongest point. 

The same is true for the other three, aspects of the myth. The 
quality of the teachers is probably somewhat less good, thoug^since 
there is increasing evidence that it is the quality of the human 
connection, not the training of the teacher, that determines the 
quality of the education. There is a more limited range of offerings, 
though when large schools seem to graduate many students who are 
barely more than functionally literate, it is not clear what the 
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larger range of offerings really means. And minorities are severely 
discriminated 'against, though whether it is wors^e than in cities is 
a moot question, 

Th'is paper,, however, takes a direct look at the applicability 

f of electronic communications technology to addressing these fbur, 
problems, on the assumption that if these four aspects of the myth 
can be directly confronted, the other benefits of smallness will 

'make the package seem attractive to a broad general "audience, 

i 

-ELE&tRONIC TECHNOLOGIES' AND LEARNING - ' 

Before examining the availability of electronic solutions to 
these problems, a w6rk needs to be said about what constitutes 

learning, and the role that electronic technologies can play in 

« i 

that. While this question could be a book in itself, and the 

rapid development of the hardware capabilities suggests that not 

much is truly impossible,. this paper takes the position thafcrl earning 
has two broa^ phasers. ' - • • 

1. There is the phase of taking W information , This has to do 

with assimilating the content of ^instruction through listening to 

> 

presentations, reading, watching demonstrations, etc, and practicing 
exercises which have "right" answers: questions, tests, essays, etc, 
to make sure the information has been taken in, 

2. There is the phase of working with the information in one's 
owrt way: talking with people about^it, forminc^opinions based on it, 
trying it out in real life situations, comparing it with one's own 
experience and ultimately finding- or creating one's own meaning out 
of it. ♦ 

. ' * 11 
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Given the present state of technology, the first phase might 
well be accomplished by some configuration of electronic technology, 

perhaps in a way substantially more effec/five and -efficient than* 

v 

what teachers o are able to do today. The second phase cannot be done 
by electronic technologies, and possibly never will/ be -able to be. 
one ultimately makes new knowledge a part of^oneself is a human- 



interaction, Life-living process, and machines/are a long way from 
providing the full richness of human experience. % ~ 

For the purposes of this paper, therefore, no expectation is 
present that electronic technologies will totally replace teachers. 
Rather, it is possible for technologies to take over, much of the 
content presentation and accuracy of assimilation tasks that teachers 
presently perform. Done well this should increase the amount of 
time teachers can devote to planning and conducting the kind;* of 



\, human interaction experiences necessary to really making any new 
kFTOvrted^^etf e ' s own\ , 



CAN ELECTRONIC TECHNOLOGIES REDUCE COSTS ? / ' 

; - /'* 

, There are two sources of reducing costs in rural schools: to 
reduce the costs of transportation, and to replace some teachers. 
The vast bulk of a district's costs are'tied up in salarves and- 
transportation. Reducing transportation costs is certainly possible. 
Distance education has a long and distinguished history throughout the 
world, and in adult education in rural areas of the United States. 
Simple radiobroadcasts, or amplified telephone hook-ups between 
the classes and remote listening posts work quite effectively. 
Ideally there is a remote listening location t<5 which a group, of 



'12 



